The Search for Confessors at the Council of Nicaea JAMES A. KELHoFFER
Were confessors prominent and influential participants in the Council of Nicaea? Modern scholars have often thought so, but this article will explore the weak evidentiary basis for this claim. For the purpose of this inquiry, "confessors" (Lat.: confessores) are believers who suffered and were maimed in times of persecution, but not killed. This article examines the evidence for the presence and role of confessors at the Council of Nicaea. The term "confessor," however, did not have a fixed definition in the early church. In the broadest sense, a confessor acknowledged that he or she was Christian and was prepared to suffer in a time of persecution. Some confessors died for faith convictions, becoming martyrs, while others survived various sufferings, including torture and bodily mutilation. 1 The question to be answered is whether the divergent claims of several ancient sources can support the view that confessor bishops exercised greater authority at the Council of Nicaea because of the persecutions they had borne. This article's "search for confessors," therefore, is to determine both the presence and the authority of confessors at the Council by examining the citations offered to support the view that their influence was substantial in the formulation and acceptance of the creed. It will be argued that, although there is no reason to question that some confessors were present at this Council, the harmonizing approach of Timothy Barnes, among other scholars, to the ancient witnesses spawns both historical and literary misinterpretations.
The main late ancient Christian author to be examined is Theodoret of Cyrrhus (c. 387-c. 457), who, roughly a century after this Council, claims that an "assembly of martyrs" was gathered at Nicaea (H. e. 1.7.6). The specific issues 4. Barnes, Constantine and Eusebius, 379 n. 52 (referring to the above citation of p. 214).
5. Ramsay MacMullen, Constantine (New York: Dial, 1969), 172-73 at 172, infers that the confessors held prominence at Nicaea, in contrast to the majority of "backbenchers," who held less important seats. MacMullen holds that among the bishops present at Nicaea "were some of Christianity's heroes-Paphnutius, whose blinded eye socket he [Constantine] kissed in veneration, James of Antioch, whose piety could raise the dead, Paul of Neocaesarea with his burned hands, all glorious and reverend survivors of the persecutions; with them [were] the backbenchers, forming the great majority of the Council and representing the average-sized and smaller sees." Likewise, in their commentary on Eusebius' This article argues that not all of the ancient sources to which Barnes refers claim, let alone plausibly support, his conclusion that "[c]onfessors . . . enjoyed enormous authority" at Nicaea. 10 We examine the-at times, divergent-claims of these authors and their depictions of the honor accorded to those who had suffered. The ancient author who comes closest to Barnes's generalization is Theodoret, with whom we shall begin. Like the other patristic witnesses to which Barnes refers, Theodoret wrote in the fifth century, roughly a century after Nicaea.
As is well known, the task of reconstructing historically the situation and debates at Nicaea is quite complicated, if not, at times, impossible. Norman P. Tanner observes that during the deliberations at Nicaea "probably no official account of the Council was ever written down by secretaries."
11 Moreover, the only two eyewitness reports of the proceedings of the Council come from Athanasius of 12. See further on this point below. 13. As in H. e. 1.7.3 (above), Theodoret offers the same number of bishops (318) at H. e. 1.11.1 (= H. e. 1.10.1 in NPNF 2 3:48-49). By contrast, Eusebius of Caesarea, who was present at the Council of Nicaea, claimed that over 250 bishops were present (V. C. 3.1, cited below). See further Tanner, Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, 1:1, who notes that the number of 318 bishops present at Nicaea originally stems from Hilary of Poitiers (c. 300-c. 368) and afterward "became traditional." The number 318 may also be based on Gen 14.14 (the number of Abraham's servants Alexandria and Eusebius of Caesarea, who are silent about the place of confessors at Nicaea. 12 When examining Theodoret and other fifth-century accounts of this Council and its maimed attendees, we consider both the depictions of one or more confessors' standing and the apparent growth of these traditions over time.
THEoDoRET oF CYRRHUS oN "AN ASSEMBLY oF MARTYRS" AT NICAEA In his fifth-century Church History, Theodoret writes the following about the bishops gathered at Nicaea:
Three hundred and eighteen bishops 13 were assembled. . . . At this period many individuals were richly endowed with apostolic gifts; and many, like the divine apostle, bore "in their body the marks of the Lord Jesus" (τὰ στίγματα τοῦ κυρίου Ἰησοῦ).
14 . . . Paul of Neocaesarea . . . had suffered from the frantic rage of Licinius. Both of his hands (ἄμφω . . . τὼ χεῖρε) had been bound, and when a red-hot iron was applied to them, the locomotive nerves of the joints were contracted and rendered dead. Some had had the right eye dug out, while others had had the right forearm cut off. one of them was Paphnutius the Egyptian. In short, it looked like an assembly of martyrs (ἦν ἰδεῖν δῆμον μαρτύρων) [that] had been gathered together. 15 Several aspects of Theodoret's claims merit particular attention. First, "many individuals," who during the recent persecutions had suffered torture, including dismemberment, were among the bishops gathered at Nicaea. Second, Paul of Neocaesarea had been maimed under Licinius (H. e. 1.7.5). In Theodoret's depiction, the identity of which bishops had been disfigured or maimed would have been obvious to those in attendance at Nicaea. Third, Theodoret mentions only in passing "Paphnutius the Egyptian," about whom Rufinus, Socrates, and Sozomen have somewhat more to say. 16 Fourth, in describing the convocation at Nicaea as "an assembly of martyrs" (δῆμον μαρτύρων), Theodoret highlights Paphnutius at Nicaea. Nonetheless, the perpetuation of Rufinus's (Latin) depiction in this anonymous Greek work could well have made a broader audience aware of Paphnutius's suffering and recognition, beginning in the late fifth century.
Historiographically, one could apply a harmonizing principle to the witnesses of Theodoret and Rufinus (and Ps.-Gelasius), construing each author as reliable for his particular details about one or more confessors at Nicaea. However, three observations about these authors' particular depictions call for caution. First, the only exact correspondence between Theodoret and Rufinus is the unremarkable assertion that Paphnutius of Egypt was a confessor and was present at the Council. Second, Theodoret (H. e. 1.7) makes a generalization about any number of unnamed confessors at Nicaea; he highlights the particular example of Paul of Neocaesarea's maimed hands but mentions Paphnutius of Egypt only in passing. Rufinus writes of only one confessor at Nicaea, namely Paphnutius. Rufinus does not state (or deny) that, in addition to Paphnutius, other confessors were present at the Council. Third, Theodoret makes another generalization about Constantine kissing the confessors' wounds, but Rufinus identifies only a single confessor as receiving this honor, namely Paphnutius. Therefore, Rufinus's testimony may be said to complement certain aspects of Theodoret's (and vice-versa), but neither author corroborates the other's particular claims. Furthermore, the even later and derivative witness of Ps-Gelasius offers no independent confirmation of Rufinus's testimony, let alone of Theodoret's.
THE WITNESSES oF SoCRATES AND SozoMEN
Two other fifth-century church historians, Socrates and Sozomen, describe Paphnutius the confessor but do not highlight his presence, let alone any special standing accorded to him or any other confessor, at the Council of Nicaea. Like Rufinus, Socrates (c. 379-c. 440) calls attention to the honor that Constantine showed to this confessor:
Paphnutius was bishop of one of the cities in Upper Thebes: he was a man so devoted to God (θεοφιλής) that wondrous signs were done by him. In the time of the persecution he had had an eye cut out. The emperor honored this man exceedingly, and was in the habit of sending for him to the palace and of kissing the place where the eye had been dug out. So great was the reverence (εὐλάβεια) of the emperor Constantine.
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In Socrates' account, the emperor demonstrates his εὐλάβεια by the honor he showed to this confessor. In other words, the corroboration that Socrates highlights belongs to Constantine, not to this (or any other) confessor.
Like Rufinus and Socrates, Sozomen (c. 400-c. 450) mentions Paphnutius as a confessor. As in Socrates' account, Sozomen never states that this, or any other, confessor attended Nicaea. 29 Sozomen states that Paphnutius and other confessors "adorned [or: exalted/magnified] the churches," 30 but does not report that they "adorned" the Council of Nicaea. Thus, the accounts of Socrates and Sozomen do not confirm the claims of either Theodoret or Rufinus. Furthermore, it is odd that Timothy Barnes cites Socrates and Sozomen as supporting the claim that "[c]onfessors . . . enjoyed enormous authority" at Nicaea. 31 Socrates and Sozomen do not report that confessors played any role at all at Nicaea.
THE SILENCE oF THE NICENE CANoNS, ATHANASIUS, AND EUSEBIUS
In addition to the divergent depictions of the aforementioned fifth-century witnesses to Nicaea, the silence of fourth-century witnesses about the place of confessors at this Council is noteworthy. For example, several of the canons of Nicaea discuss the issue of people who had lapsed during persecution, but offer no special recognition to confessors who had remained steadfast during persecution. 32 Moreover, the Letter of the Synod in Nicaea to the Egyptians is also silent about confessors at this Council.
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As mentioned above, only two people who wrote about this Council were actually present for its deliberations-Athanasius of Alexandria and Eusebius of Caesarea. Eusebius resisted deeming the Son as homoousios with the Father. Regarding Christology, the accounts of Eusebius about the Council of Nicaea (which embraced the homoousios formulation in condemning Arianism) differ markedly from those of Athanasius and are famously not without bias. 34 For our purposes, the contrasting tendencies of these two witnesses are not pertinent, since neither Athanasius nor Eusebius mentions confessors at this Council. For example, Athanasius is silent about the confessors in his works De decretis synodis and Epistula ad episcopos Africae. Likewise, whereas Eusebius writes extensively about martyrs and confessors in his Martyrs of Palestine, he never places any confessors at the Council of Nicaea. 35 Furthermore, in 326 Eusebius wrote a letter to offer an explanation of this Council, as Edward R. Hardy notes, to his "own church . . . immediately after or perhaps even during the sessions of the Council." 36 Eusebius's Letter to the Church of Caesarea also says nothing about a prominent place given to confessors.
In his Life of Constantine, moreover, Eusebius also makes no reference to the prominence of maimed confessors at Nicaea. 37 He mentions only-and somewhat obliquely-that some who attended this Council "were outstanding . . . for their severity of life and patient endurance": 38 Among the ministers of God [at Nicaea] some were outstanding ([or: "prominent"] διέπρεπον) for the word of wisdom, others for their severity of life and patient endurance (βίου στερρότητι καὶ καρτερίας ὑπομονῇ), others were adorned by their moderation. Some among them were honored for their length of years, others shone with youth and the height of [their] strength, some had just reached the road of [priestly] ministry. 39 Two observations suggest that "severity of life" (βίου στερρότητι) does not refer to maimed confessors. First, Eusebius does not mention "endurance" (ὑπομονῇ) by itself but, rather, in connection with asceticism (βίου στερρότητι). Accordingly, ὑπομονῇ complements στερρότητι and likely pertains to endurance of voluntary ascetic practices rather than to withstanding oppression from outsiders. Second, asceticism and endurance (however construed) appear in a series of honored qualities that attendees at Nicaea possessed; Eusebius does not present asceticism and endurance as more prominent than wisdom, moderation, age, or youth.
Given these considerations, it is therefore curious that, in their commentary on Eusebius's Life of Constantine, Averil Cameron and Stuart Hall cite Timothy Barnes about the prominence of confessors at Nicaea. 40 In effect, Cameron and Hall interpolate the later (fifth-century) witness of Theodoret (H. e. 1.7, discussed above) for a point not present in Eusebius's eyewitness account. Since neither Eusebius nor Athanasius could be cited as evidence that confessors were present, let alone honored, at Nicaea, these eyewitnesses offer no support for Cameron and Hall's use of Barnes on this point Furthermore, Eusebius's great esteem for the martyrs and their value as corroboration for his rhetoric of history are well known. 41 At the very least, it is odd that an attendee of the Council, who elsewhere writes so much about the 42 one must, of course, recognize that a critical, historical examination can achieve only probability. Athanasius, Eusebius, and other early witnesses may not have spoken about the presence of confessors because this did not fit in with their overall or specific purposes in writing. Nevertheless, the available evidence does not substantiate the view of Barnes, MacMullen, and Cameron and Hall that the confessors' impact was substantial: although this assessment may be correct, there is no corroborating proof for it, and it is therefore questionable. The possibility must be granted that Barnes and other scholars may be right, but the preponderance of the few citations available to us points in the direction that these scholars' viewpoint cannot be proven as even probable.
on a literary level, it is indeed interesting that Theodoret attests to the possibly ongoing recognition of a confessor's standing in the post-Constantinian church. Moreover, Rufinus, Ps.-Gelasius, Socrates, and Sozomen construe Paphnutius of Egypt's suffering as an acknowledgment from, or of, the emperor Constantine.
Just as in later Christian literature martyrs could be hailed for their heavenly standing due to steadfastness amidst suffering, so could confessors on earth eventually be revered as comprising the "assembly of martyrs" gathered at Nicaea and recognized by none less than Constantine himself (Theodoret, H. e. 1.7.6).
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